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INTRODUCTION 


Death happens and it sucks. 


There's no real way around that, if you're looking at this book it’s either 
because someone died and you need some help planning in this awful 
situation or because you've realized that you're going to die and are 
trying to make it easier on the people you leave behind. 


Either way, that sucks and it’s sad that you have to deal with it. 
It gets easier, with time. It hurts less. 


Good luck. 


This book is free for anyone. Free for everyone. There are 
enough vultures who are going to rip you off in your time 
of need but I’m not one of them. Download it, share it, 
print it out, give copies to friends, hand it out like a flier at 
shows. Help each other, love each other, and be excellent 
to each other. 


Dedicated to the memory of Dolores Kirkham (troublemaker), 
Danny Duckworth (comedian), and Darla Duckworth (devoted 
pain in the butt). 


FIRST THINGS FIRST 


Fill in the blanks below. This is information that you're going to be 
referencing repeatedly throughout this process. If you don’t have a piece 
of information to start just fill in the info as you get it. If you are prede- 
ceased and getting a jump on preparations for the next steps fill in any 
of the blanks in this book to help out your survivors. 


Full Name: 

Previous Names: 

Date of Birth: 

Social Security Number: 
Email Address: 

Email Password: 

Phone Number: 

Driver’s License Number: 
Date of Death: 


Death Certificate Number: 


DEATH CERTIFICATES - WHAT YOU NEED, WHY 
YOU NEED THEM, AND HOW TO GET THEM 


Everything that’s a major headache about losing a loved one (aside from, you 
know, the enormity of your grief and shock and pain and the hollow place in your 
heart when you go to look for them and find them missing) is going to require a 
death certificate. 


You can get a death certificate from the county where the death occurred or 
through the funeral home that handles your loved one's remains; waiting until 

the county has death certificates is going to take a while but so is waiting on the 
mortuary — laws vary from state to state in the US but you're going to be waiting 
anywhere from three days to two weeks before you can get your hands on a death 
certificate. 


This is going to be extremely inconvenient, it’s going to suck, it’s going to be ex- 
pensive, it’s unfair and terrible, and I’m sorry. You may need a death certificate to 
access a bank account in order to pay rent and you may not be able to. You may 
need a death certificate to cancel services and may continue to be billed for those 
services until you've sent out the certificate. 


| would recommend working with a mortuary or funeral home to get your death 
certificates, since you're probably going to be working with one of those anyway 
and you might as well let them handle paperwork while you're mourning. 


If you haven't chosen a mortuary there are a lot of overwhelming options that you 
probably don’t want to think about. If your loved one died in a hospital the hospi- 
tal will probably have very useful information for you about local funeral homes. 


If you have some time you can read through the Funeral Consumers Alliance web- 
site (www.funerals.org) to see what options are available. 


Once you've made your decision about who will be handling the body (or if you 
are predeceased and filling out this book for your survivors) fill in the information 
below. 


Name of Mortuary: 
Mortuary Phone Number: 
Account number: 
Representative: 

Contact Direct Phone: 
Contact Direct Email: 
Mortuary Address: 


Bring up death certificates early - ask how much it costs per copy (it’s so disheart- 
ening how expensive this process is, again, I’m sorry and again this varies state by 
state) and determine how many copies you want. Many of the businesses that will 
request death certificates will want to see an actual certificate, not a copy; some 

of those places will send them back once accounts are closed and some will not. 
Some businesses will want just a copy, some businesses don’t need any proof at all. 
It’s maddeningly inconsistent. 


Most people say to get at least 10. I’m going to say that your absolute minimum is 
5. If you can’t afford five copies speak to the mortuary or local religious groups to 
see if there is anyone who can give you any kind of financial aid. 


Oh. 


While you're dealing with all of this make sure to stop somewhere and pick up like 
ten dollars in Forever Stamps because you're going to need them. 


PREPARE TO SPEND ALONG AND MISERABLE 
TIME ON THE PHONE 


You're going to have to call a million people to cancel a million accounts and you’re 
going to still be finding semi-open accounts for years after the fact. Some of these 
accounts will be easy to close (credit card accounts with no balances, for instance, 
can sometimes be really simple) and some will be easy to transfer to your name 
(maybe it turns out the gas company doesn’t care who's on an account so long as 
the bills get paid) and some will be frustratingly, infuriatingly tedious and difficult 
(like cable companies). 


Start with the mail. Collect the deceased's mail and look for any account state- 
ments or bills. Once you've examined all the mail they currently have put a bin ona 
counter somewhere and collect more bills and statements as they come in. 


Note: If the deceased receives all their bills by email and you do not have access 

to their email everything is going to be very difficult. You may be able to call local 
utilities and to guess which near-monopoly they subscribed to for cable but it’s a 
bit harder to guess who holds their mortgage (though you can at least look that up 
at the county records office). If the deceased has credit or bank accounts hopefully 
they'll at least have cards in their wallet. 


Once you have the mail, the records, or the cards you can start the arduous process 
of shutting everything down and moving it over to someone else's name. There are 
going to be more accounts than you anticipated, make sure to keep good records 
of the account information. 


Here are a list of account types to look for: 


- Financial - Checking, Savings and Credit Cards as well as Retirement and 
Investment Accounts 

- Communications - Phones, Cable, Internet 

- Utilities - Gas, Electric, Water 

- Housing - Mortgage, Rental Agreements, Leases 

- Insurance - Health, Life, Property, Rental - there are a bunch of kinds of 
insurance you're going to need to look for but your priorities are to cancel health 
insurance (because it is expensive) and cash in life insurance (because that might 
pay for a bunch of the expensive stuff you’re suddenly dealing with) 

- Shopping - Amazon, Catalogs, and Store Memberships like Costco, etc. 


Use the chart below to keep track of any accounts you come across and visit everplans.com 
and check out their “How to Close Online Accounts And Services When Someone Dies” article 
for a HUGE, alphabetized list of possible accounts along with links to how to close each kind 
of account. 


Contact # 





WHAT ON EARTH IS PROBATE? 


Probate is the miserable process by which a deceased person's estate is legally 
divided. 


It’s also a giant mess, massive headache, and incredibly bleak. 


In fact there’s a whole book written by Charles fucking Dickens about how bleak 
probate is and it is in fact called Bleak House. 


| don’t understand probate. It’s really hard to find trustworthy guides that go into 
any sort of detail, any time you ask anyone for advice about it all they say is “call a 
lawyer” and realistically it’s not the sort of thing that you likely have the brain pow- 
er to deal with if you’re also dealing with not breaking down after a death. 


My advice is to search “Probate for Dummies” to figure out whether your situation 
merits a probate lawyer (sometimes it doesn’t! A person with a spouse and children 
who get along who dies in a community property state may not need to have an 
estate opened; A person with three ex spouses and children who don’t talk and 
who share a great deal of animosity and are quibbling over a significant amount of 
property probably will need to go to court). 


I’m sorry | can’t be more helpful but as far as | can tell probate has been terrible 
for centuries, so at least take comfort in the fact that you aren't alone. You can also 
comfort yourself by searching for Reddit rants about probate, and perhaps be 
soothed by the fact that at least you're better off than some of those schmucks. 


SOME SIMPLE DOS AND DON’TS 


DO ask for help and delegate as much as you can. Send people out to get lunch, make your nosy 
neighbor pick up your dry cleaning, let Aunt Augusta deal with the cable company. There are 
going to be a lot of people saying “just let me know if there’s anything | can do to help” and you 
should take them at their word. “Yeah, Cousin Bob, I’m really stressed out by making these phone 
calls, could you load the dishwasher for me? That would be a huge help.’ 


DO take your time. It’s understandable if you’re panicking about bills and making timely pay- 
ments but take the time to understand what you're doing and to prioritize. Missing a mortgage 
payment by a few days isn’t the end of the world; you've got like three months of missed gas bills 
before they turn it off. Make sure you're doing things correctly and aren't overextending yourself 
in a rush to get it taken care of immediately. Also you can call for extensions and you'll probably 
get them from a lot of people — saying “There’s been a death in the family and we need a few 
days to get our finances in order” will go a long way in getting you some breathing room. 


DO walk away from fights. There are going to be fights. It’s useless and irritating and a stupid 
thing to have to put up with but there are going to be family members sniping at each other and 
taking their emotions out on each other and relationships are going to end over this. So try to 
limit the blast radius. If you see a fight brewing take a walk. Or just say “I don’t have the energy 
for this right now, can we just do what we have to do like we're adults?” in the most broken and 
exhausted tone that you can muster, because then if it’s a relationship-ending-level fight you're 
at least going to be remembered as the voice of reason when people are telling stories about it 
twenty years from now. 


DO seek therapy and support groups and let your friends take you out and buy you coffee and 
be a shoulder for you to talk about how pointless this whole thing is. It’s good for you and it'll 
help you to cope with all the stress you're going to be sifting through. 


DO NOT pay off the deceased's debts without doing research. Nobody in the world can make you 
pay off Grandma’s Home Depot credit card. Please understand that in some situations you CAN 
be required to pay certain debts (if you live ina community property state and your spouse dies, 
if you were the cosigner on a private school loan and your child dies you're still responsible for 
that loan because we live and die in a dystopia — there are some reasons you may be responsible 
for a debt) and creditors can repossess property to get their money back. But if some jerk calls 
you up after your uncle dies and asks “Don’t you think that your uncle would want to have his 
reputation preserved and have his debts cleared to leave behind a respectable legacy” you have 
my permission to tell that person to gag on a cactus because they are a predatory parasite. 


DO NOT make grief a competition. Yes. You are very sad. Yes. This hurts a lot. Yes, it will hurt for 

a long time. Yes your mother-in-law is being a complete baby about this and wailing and rend- 
ing her garments and DOESN'T SHE REALIZE YOU JUST LOST THE MOST IMPORTANT PERSON 

IN YOUR LIFE FOR GOODNESS SAKE CAN’T SHE CHILL FOR THREE MINUTES AND LET YOU FEEL? 
Well. No. She can't, grief makes us all selfish. So take care of yourself, don’t worry about some- 
one else's performance, and get good at politely saying “No.” when people make unreasonable 
demands of you. If someone is being an utter jerk in their grief that is their problem and you are 
allowed to mourn the way that you want to and to do so away from them. 


DO NOT isolate yourself. Yes, everything is very sad and terrible and it would be better if none of 
this had happened and you're going to *feel* like being alone in a dark room is the best idea for 
the next three months to ten years but don’t do it. Go get drinks with friends, join a club, go to 
the library, start volunteering at homeless shelters. Go be around people, you need it. 


DEPRESSING MAD LIBS 


Welcome to the career as a writer you never knew you didn’t want. For some rea- 
son death requires a lot of spilled ink and writing seems hollow and useless when 
you're still knocked for a loop by loss, so here are some templates. 


Obituary: 
[The Deceased] passed [at location] on [date] after [a long battle with illness/a 
short battle with a semi truck]. [Deceased] was a loving [spouse/parent/child/sib- 
ling] and enthusiastic [teapot sculptor/yak yodeller] and [mini golf champion/bass 
guitarist]. [Deceased] was [a light in the dark/the life of the party/a true and honest 
friend/uncannily hilarious] and will be deeply missed. They are survived by [Survi- 
vors]. A memorial is planned for [Date] at [Location]. 


Headstone: 
[Deceased] 
[Birth Date - Death Date] 
[Loving/Beloved] [Various human relationships] 
[You will be missed/Thoughtful religious text /Poignant lyric] 

Social Media Announcement: 

Dear friends, it is with tremendous regret that | must announce that [Deceased] 
passed on [date]. [Deceased] was [description of how awesome they were] and 
I'll have a hole in my heart in the shape of their smile for as long as | live. We are 
planning a memorial for [Deceased] on [Date] - if you have any questions or would 
like to help please reach out to [someone else]. Thank you for being a part of [De- 
ceased’s] life. 


A Word To The Wise Here: If you spend half the obituary/headstone/announcement 
describing what your dearly beloved did as a job and they weren't a rocket scientist 
involved in the Cassini probe or volunteer for Doctors Without Borders maybe chill. 
It’s extremely depressing to go to a funeral and read that we're all here to mourn a 
great employee. 


People care about human connections. They care if someone gave great hugs or 
sang songs in the shower or always had a story or a joke waiting, not that they 
showed up to their desk on time for forty years. Talk about hobbies and volunteer 
work and friendships and maybe take a passing glance at “engineer” or “cashier” 
but don’t make it the whole thing. 


HOW TO PLAN A NON-RELIGIOUS DEATH PARTY 


Regardless of what your personal faith is or what rituals you follow with your personal 
church and remains-handling traditions, there are a few requirements for a memorable, 
enjoyable, low-cost, low-key party. And let's be real, that’s what a funeral is; a sad party. 
So here's how to win at having a funeral without having to think about anything. 


Rent a space and Tables/Chairs/Etc. 
Call around local vendors and see if you can rent the local Eagles/Lions/Kiwanis club hall 
on short notice. Places like this tend to be cheap and come with chairs and a kitchen. If 
you've got enough living space you could also do this in your own home and just make 
sure you've got plenty of seating. Check around for hotel ballrooms, church halls, ban- 
quet rooms in local restaurants. Some people are going to be snobby about this and 
want you to have something nice and formal and dignified with black umbrellas and 
somber faces and marble tiles. Those people can go plan their own dang funerals, you're 
just trying to get through this so do what feels right to you. 


Find a caterer 
You know what's easy is letting people loose on a buffet and telling them to talk amongst 
themselves. Find a caterer to show up and feed your friends and relatives, see if your 
friends and relatives have recommendations. Personally | tend to favor lunch for this kind 
of thing. It’s in the daylight so nobody gets too sucked into their thoughts at sunset and 
you can get away with cheese plates, veggies, and some variety of simple noodle dish or 
sandwich. Include something like the deceased's favorite snack food or drink to make it 
more personal if you want (I baked scones for my mother’s funeral — and | messed it up; | 
used baking soda instead of baking powder and they were inedible. As it turns out every- 
body needed the laugh from that so it worked out in the end). 


Make everybody cry 
For this you will need a slideshow of photos and a playlist of the deceased's favorite 
songs. Keep it on loop in the background, it'll give people something to look about and 
the photos and music will (a) be tearjerkers and (b) give folks something to talk about so 
they can be pointed in their mourning. They'll talk about how beautiful people were in 
wedding photos and how old the fashions were and how much everyone loved dancing 
to this song back in the day. 


Be Quiet 
If you have a microphone at this shindig you've already failed. No speeches, nobody 
should stand up in front of the group because if anybody does it’s going to be people 
who were super close to the dead and who are therefore the most messed up and least 
prepared to handle the nightmare of public speaking right now. This event isn’t about 
polished speeches or eloquence, this is for you to sit around with people you love and 
feel awful together. You're all survivors, you've survived the deceased so now it’s time 
to tell old war stories about the shenanigans they got up to in small groups with lots of 
tissues. 


Have a guestbook 
There’s something about a guestbook that gives people closure. You may not know what 
you're going to do with the guestbook after the fact but if you give people room to write 
little stories or nice notes you may find yourself looking through it at some point and 
taking comfort. 


So YOU SUDDENLY HAVE TO BECOME SOME 
KIND OF HACKER 


If your loved one hasn't prepared for their death you likely don’t have any of their 
user names, passwords, or account information. Your first priority in getting their 
affairs in order should be to access their primary computer, cell phone, and email 
address. 


How difficult this task will be will depend on how security conscious the deceased 
was. 


Password Locked Devices 
In the simplest case you will turn on their computer or their phone, find that there 
is no password, and find that they are automatically logged in to every account 
they have. If this is the case simply stay logged in and use their devices to access 
their accounts. 


If their cellphone has a passcode that you don’t know or relies on biometrics to un- 
lock you’re going to have a harder time. Connect their computer to their cellphone 
and sync the two if given the option. If you can sync you can at least get all of the 
photos and information off the phone, even if you can’t unlock it to see messages 
or contacts. 


If their cellphone and computer both have passwords and you can’t access them, 
well, unfortunately the rest of this book is written with that in mind. You're going 
to have to close accounts and spend a lot of time sending death certificates and 
waiting for responses instead of simply accessing extant accounts. You may be 
able to recover files from a password-locked computer but probably won't be able 
to access the desktop. If you’re not familiar with how to do that already call a local 
computer shop and see if they can help. If you’re feeling adventurous search “how 
to bypass a computer password” and go to town. 


Accessing the Primary Email Account 
If you have access to the deceased's email and it is logged in the first thing you 
need to do is secure it so that you can get access to it in the future. Go into the 
email settings and set your email address as the recovery address for their account; 
there may also be an option for a phone number for verification, if there is change 
that number to your phone number. 


DO NOT ATTEMPT TO CHANGE THE PASSWORD TO THEIR EMAIL IF THE COMPUTER 
OR CELLPHONE IS STILL LOGGED IN. Right now you have access but if you try to 
change the password there's a chance you're going to have to jump through hoops 
with security answers and there's no guarantee you’re going to guess those an- 
swers correctly. Other accounts you can mess around with a little bit but someone's 
primary email account is a huge deal because you're going to use it to change the 
passwords on all of their other accounts. You are setting your contact info as a re- 
covery option because that *may* allow you access if you get locked out, but don’t 
log out or reset the password until you have no other option. 


If you do NOT have access through a saved password you may still have a couple 
of options. Some email providers will reset a password if requested to do so by the 
primary account holder (or by someone who has the final four digits of their social 
security number or credit card) - if you're dealing with an Earthlink or SBC Global 
account you may be able to call the hosting provider and simply ask for a reset by 
giving them proper verification. 


If that is not an option you can try guessing security questions - this works better 
for some questions than for others. You may know your grandmother's maiden 
name and your grandfather's middle name but do you know what your parent’s 
favorite fictional character or first model of car was? If you’re locked out already 
there’s no harm in trying, but keep in mind that it may not be possible to guess and 
don't beat yourself up if that’s the case. 


If you can't log in, can’t have the vendor re-set the password, or can’t guess the 
security questions you are out of luck. Sorry. 


Also keep in mind that companies like Google and Yahoo, which provide free email 
addresses with no ID verification on creation, will NOT re-set or release email pass- 
words in the event of a death. This is a security feature, there are extremely good 
reasons for this to be the case. | know it’s going to be frustrating but you are not 
going to be able to convince them to give you the password. Don't try. It’s going to 
be like running up against a brick wall and it should be. 


Accessing Other Accounts 
IF you have secured the password to the deceased's primary email address you can 
continue using their primary email address to access things like online banking 
and social media accounts and utilities billing departments. If you do NOT have the 
password to the primary email account but you DO have access it is time to trans- 
fer the accounts to your email address. The process is simple but tedious and repet- 
itive. We're going to use “Online Banking” as the example here 


Step 1: “Forgot Password” 
Go to the bank’s website and enter the deceased’s email address and click “forgot 
password.” 


Step 2: Reset Password 
The bank will send a verification email to the deceased's email address - click the 
link and follow it and reset the password. You now have all the credentials you 
need to take over this account. 


Step 3: Change username/Email 
Go to the “Settings” page of the banking website and change the contact email to 
your email address. The bank may send you a verification email to your email; click 
it and follow it and log in using the password that you just reset. If there is a user- 
name that isn’t the email address associated with the account and you CAN change 
it, change it to something you will remember and document it. If you can’t change 
it, just document it. 


Step 4: Do what you need to do until you close or transfer the account. 
Now that you have access to this account you can transfer funds and pay bills from 
it until it is closed or changed to a single ownership account. 


Be warned that pretty much all of this section is technically illegal and that your 
goal with owning these accounts is to simply get them closed as quickly and effec- 
tively as possible (but it’s, you know, kind of handy to be able to pay rent directly 
from an account instead of sending a death certificate to the bank in order to get 
the funds released and then divided by a probate court). 


You can use the chart on the next page to document access credentials as needed. 
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COMMON SECURITY QUESTIONS 


If you need to guess security questions to get access to accounts it can’t hurt to 
compile a bunch of possible answers. Here are some of the most common security 
questions: 


What is the name of the street you grew up on? 
What city were you born in? 

What was your mother’s (or grandmother's) maiden name? 
What is your father’s middle name? 

What was the model of your first car? 

Who is your favorite fictional character? 

Where did you meet your spouse? 

What was the name of your elementary/high school? 
What was the first company you worked for? 

What is the name of your first pet? 

What is your favorite movie/book? 

What is your favorite food? 

What is your favorite place to vacation? 

What is your oldest sibling's middle name? 

What was your first grade teacher’s name? 

What is your favorite sports team? 


COMMON ID VERIFICATION 


Sometimes ID can be verified with something more specific than a security 
question so take a moment to write down this information too: 


Last 4 digits of Social Security Number: 
Last 4 digits of credit card: 

Full Phone Number: 

Full Bank Account Number: 

Street Address: 

Zip Code: 

Previous Addresses: 

Previous Names: 

Previous Phone Numbers: 


HELPFUL RESOURCES: 


Ask A Mortician on YouTube: Advice for handling grief, how to get the 
least expensive cremation, information about the funeral industry. 


Funerals.Org: The Funeral Consumers Alliance is a consumer protection 
group that helps people access dignified and affordable funerals. Their 
“Consumers” page has articles about step-by-step funeral planning, ma- 
nipulative mortuary practices, information about your rights, and advice 
about financial planning for funerals. 


MyWayForward.Com: a website that has checklists and tools on the 
steps to take after someone dies; they have information about probate, 
handling finaces, and taking care of yourself after a death. 


Everplans.Com: A website with a large number of worksheets to either 
pre-plan what to do in the event of your death or to work through after 
someone dies. | really can’t stress how helpful this is. You really, really, re- 
ally want to go to everplans.com and go to their checklists page to take 
a look at the end-of-life checklists. The checklists are available for free 
online and you don't need to sign up for a paid plan to use them. 


AARP.Org: Look up the article “What to Do When a Loved One Dies” 


